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PREFACE 


Night was written in Richmond, Virginia and Laurinburg, 
North Carolina in 1979 and 1980. Using a variety of media 
images, I had illustrated my prior two self-published collec- 
tions Modern Love and Youth but the somber mood of 
Night led me to plan a series of black and white photographs 
of people and places to illustrate the book. I began the photog- 
raphy, but never finished it, and so subsequently, Night 
remained unpublished with the exception of the pieces that 
were published in magazines. The concept of the book grew 
out of a Ouija board session between Ron Bayes and myself in 
the summer of 1980. The dedication of Night is to a person we 
spoke to at length that evening, someone who had died during 
the plague years in what is now Czechoslovakia. His was an 
insistent spirit, and the fact that his name and the memory of 
his family will now be memorialized for isn t one aim of 
art the creation of memorials? is cause for joy. 


John Williamson 
October 31, 2005 
Virginia Beach, Virginia 
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I dream of a grave, deep and narrow, 
where we could clasp each other in 
our arms as with clamps, and I would 
hide my face in you and you would 
hide your face in me, and nobody 
would see us any more. 


- Frieda to K. 
in The Castle 
by Franz Kafka 


ON A SNOWY EVENING 


Had we met when we were children 

I would have bought you a box of beads, 
each a different color 

and one string to wrap them 

round your neck 

again and again, 


Now I walk from the harbor 
up a hill to meet you, 
carrying a box of pearls 
some jeweler has strung 

in unloved quiet. 


I give them to you 

on this last day of December: 
some cold white tokens 

for your neck. 


MIDNIGHT 


Now we can grow older 
easily, 

for we shall together. 

Each week, month and year 
will mold itself 

into some perfect sculpture 
without seams. 


I exhale, 

you exhale. 

Our breath crystallizes before us 
and we remark on its intricacy, 

the various links 

all joined in great wheels 

that turn and turn in the winter sky. 


Now the world is ours, 

this new day 

and the objects filling it. 

Here in a mirror 

I turn my head from side to side 
and watch you sleep. 

The clock ticks by the bed 

and I am glad to hear it. 

I could listen forever 

as your breath 

fills this room 

as cars flash by outside 

and the world goes on all around us. 


DISTANCE 


We say 

there is nothing to hold. 

This evening caught from a roof, 

which swallows array in black networks, 
is disappearing into night. 


I take your hand and spread it, 
kissing the length of your fingers 
that draw so simply into palms. 


Above our heads 

the birds wheel 

in vast and vaster circles, 
the same as every night. 


There is a storm in one corner, 

a sun breaking up in another, 

and dusk falls on two sides of our globe 
as we separate to watch. 
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DIVORCE 


Today lives alone, 
your first chosen 
without passion. 


Against the window 

roses that sway lushly, 

so heavy 

they seem near to breaking their stems, 
turn from reds and pinks 

to grey 

and finally invisible, 

blushed in a life without you. 


Raising yourself from her body, 
the bed where she lays breathing 
quietly at last, 

you measure each naked step 

on the floor 

across from the window 

there where the roses sleep. 


They are so easy to cut 

and you cut them, 

one by one in a black bouquet 
you will give her 

whenever she awakes. 


THE NEW VIRGINS 


In your heart 

you know it. 

The bridge where we pause 
over smooth, unrustled water 
betrays us even now 

as we kiss, 


There on the moon 

I watch past your cheek 
are rivers 

as there are here: 

soft pink cracks 

no water will dampen. 


We kiss 

like swans 

drifting on a lake, 

side by side 

in a stiff, unmemorized procession, 
and we glide to a spot near a bank 
where camellias overflow 

the black water, 


Entering the shadow, 

we hover 

together on the glass beneath us, 
the yielding water beneath us, 
dark 

and darker below its surface. 
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THE BODY IS A TEMPLE 


Away from you 

I m certain. 

Each aspect of the room 

is clean. 

The boat docked at the wharf 
nudges the pilings 

every night 

the same way. 

All I do 

is imagine 

you moving in these rooms 
and you are here. 

Please don t spoil it. 

Keep away, 

away from me. 


NEW MEXICO 


We look for the simple 
in each other s eyes, 

and find turquoise, 
endless desert colors. 

We name a few: 
mesquite, 

cactus 

and adobe. 

The list goes on for years 
and we build cities, 
highways 

and reservations, 

until we ve saved enough 
to travel back to that place in the desert 
where each object 

still goes unnamed. 
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JUNE TWENTY-FOURTH 


Here we see a road, 

rising up and wavering. 

This makes us happy. 

We close upon each other s shoulders 
and stop talking, 

stop breathing for a moment, 

held by the same illusion: 

a cedar tree 

is planted in a yard 

somewhere in some Midwestern state. 
As evening falls 

a couple stands next to it 

by the empty highway. 


ENELI YDEH 


When you fail to leave me 

one pale afternoon in midsummer, 
from the porch where the two swings 
nestle and clunk together, 

your dress crumples up 

its magenta flowers 

in a twist enchanneled toward me. 


I had you 

and kept you, 

it s true 

and now we write letters on blue paper. 
I know each whorls swayed line of you 


and your brothers and sisters and parents. 


They all crunch together 
in that wrinkled stream of talk. 


This together 

it left me 

the trace of white cottages 
somewhere in Nova Scotia, 
and the sea beyond 

at lands end. 
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CAPRI 


Ten little roses 

are strewn on the walkway 
of a long colonnade 

made of white stone 
overlooking Capri. 


They catch the sun 

and each bead of water 

which clings on their petals 

throws up our reflections to meet us. 


To the right of my forehead 
your red breasts hang like suns 
cupped in a cheap cotton dress, 
and not waiting to think 

I tug you down, 

crushed in the roses 

on the hot white stones of Capri. 


SHE TELLS HIM 


There are places I have been 

and lovers you will never see, 

nor hear the sighs they made over me 
when each of us entwined 

believed the other to be a dream. 


I will whisper their names one night 
when you are asleep with me, 

after you and I unentwined 

believe the other to have been a dream. 


For no one but you should sleep with me, 
no man nor woman should, 

but you will hear their names in a dream 
when you are alone with me. 
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THE NEW WOMAN 


Across from us 

the pale girl sits 

gotten up on a loose white shirt 

this evening in the middle of summer. 
‘Iwo triends and I 

fold and unfold our legs, 

talking to her in whispers 

as she will speak no other way. 

And | am suddenly lost, 
unsophisticated and shy, 

what was it I had to say? 

No memories serve me tonight. 

| take this room so seriously, 

its plants and drawings, 

the cat that yawns, 

shifting its weight on a white pillow. 
I never foresaw all this 

nor found reasons before 

to anticipate the crowd 


that suspends itself above our little group 


as we listen to the new woman, 
as we hush ourselves and hang 
on every word she says. 


FEAR 


A womans love is a terrible thing 

and some men are quick to imagine 
how in the wet folds of a womans skin 
slim razors appear 

glistening in beads of water. 


Those men must have bathed with their mothers 
and seen for an instant one night 

the slim blade she used to shave her legs 

lying between them 

in that pool of clouded water. 
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THE NEW ADONIS 


He was a pretty boy. 

All the women told him with their eyes 
and the way they followed him 
wherever he would go. 


He was a pretty boy 

and every man who crossed his path 

felt something stir inside 

that made them run one finger 

along their groins 

when they washed themselves that evening. 


He was dead inside, 

rotten somewhere in the gut, 

and one night 

he lifted his bathrobe over his hips, 
knowing how beautiful he was, 

how soft and gentle he was, 

there in that space where nothing stirred 
where no man nor woman lived. 


BIRTH 


Peace comes in midwinter. 
We counted the leaves 
in the yard that year. 


There were more than a thousand. 


They preserved themselves 
and poked up again in spring — 
a bit rotten, 

but still there. 

He gives her a baby, 

its blue-pink gills 

won t evolve, 

and pressed to the moment 

he and the doctor let it die. 
Over her bed 


they made the sign of the cross. 


Outside the window 
it S snowing again: 
millions of crystals 


melting on warm brown leaves. 
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BY THE WALL 


That night in June 

we were happier 

than we d ever been. 

And the next day 

when my affection lagged — 
my head drooping cold 
between your uneven breasts — 
I spoke of love 

the way a soldier does 

who s learned to kill 
children. 


MY HEART IS LIKE BERLIN 


Perhaps I ve grown 

or just grown tired of you. 

I am not a child. 

This phrase has become your visa 
and I accept it 

and return it to you. 

I will let you by; 

you may walk to your car 

and drive away slowly 

until you have left this half of the city 
to me. 
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FOR ANITA BERBER 


I saw you with your friends 
all hard and laughing 

in a wide corner of the room. 
I tried to reach and tell you: 
pretty lesbian girl, 

a woman is carnage. 


MORGAN 


He dreamt of summer 

the summer long 

and in fall 

the dark brook 

by the old woman s cottage 
near a pond 

where children swam. 


He joined the army 

and lost his legs, 

dreaming from a filthy bed 

of his grandmother s towels 

that wiped him dry. 

And he gigyled, 

swiuuuing up through the sheets. 


In a plane he crossed a bordet, 
sweating and crying for his mother, 
and he dieamt of being born, 

the red length of him 

sliding through walls 

that clung like metal tu his head. 


Aud he opened his eyes 

uuder water 

a thousand leagues beneath the sea, 
while his legs floated up to the sun 
aud the howling sky above it. 
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PRESENTIMENTS 


How childish you were, 

you and each member of your family, 

for you wrapped your arms together 
around pines in Ontario 

and cried out loud for the camera: 

the black and white image of all that color. 


1962: 

a set of numbers run off the dial, 
combined to yield 18 

and the signature of a Colonel 
who may have sent me off to war 
or Canada 

and all those pines. 


I touch a page 

and it is made from trees 

so many that all of Canada 

is nothing now but a pulp-mill 

I saw once from the back seat 

of my parent s car 

as we wound past a hill in Quebec 

and perched above the Saint Lawrence. 


The air was filled with smoke 
and in seven years 

I would go to war or Canada — 
both only presentiments, 
forests and jungles, 

torn up one way or another. 


INVASION 


At the wire-gram station 

in black 

tight chintz. 

On a beach in Normandy 

in reddened 

white sand. 

Between two continents, 

traveling so thin and small through the fish 
was the cable 

filled with names of the lost.. 


At the table 
where her children 
spanked and laughed with each other, 
she spread out the message 
until it seemed nearly ironed on the linen, 
and since she had made spaghetti for dinner, 
she said to her children, 
We won t eat tonight; 
your father is dead. 
And she poured the red sauce on the paper 
and on the linen, 
so it would destroy one 
and stain the other forever. 
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ESTHER 


I still have the ring 

you gave me, 

and the stringlet of pearls 
gone yellow with age 

is glowing 

in a blue box 

away in one of my closets. 
Now I ve the time 

to smooth out these rooms, 
to dust and polish 

each object 

we arranged on tables 

that day in mid-December. 


How soft I ve become: 

even the lines in my face 

seem swollen with milk. 

And my hair is falling out; 

just this morning I found a clump 
stuck beneath one of my nails. 


Don t be sad. 

I m writing you 

only because 

I ve discovered something. 

One night I awoke 

and our room was filled with ghosts. 
I turned my head from side to side, 
the way you said I should, 

and I wasnt frightened anymore. 


Tell me how you are, 

if you think of me often. 

Light me a candle 

in some church in that country, 
and never tell anyone about us. 
Tell them I died 

one day long ago 

when we were both children 
and hadnt learned to hurt 

or change the world at all. 
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Night 
John Williamson 


The power of Night is often close to over- 
whelming. The gentleness of tone, the unas- 
suming sensuosity and the intelligent sensu- 
ality are stunning. I have never read a more 
widc-awake poct, nor have | been more 
deeply moved on a [irst reading since James 
Merrill's Nights and Days. One is compelled 
to come back and back and back and is 
never disappointed. 


N. Hjalmar_Leil 
author of Persons and Sister City 


In Night, Williamson charts a course [rom 
the personal to the political to the realm 
where the two collide, revealing how they 
are incvitably linked. The often quiet poems 
move seamlessly, seemingly cllortlessly -- 
cach building and accumulating power. It’s a 
dark and beautiful book that fecls timeless. 


Larry Wayne Johns 
author of An lavistble Veil Between Us 


